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A look into the career of Lester Beall is a look into the history of American Graphic Design itself.
His body of work, spanning from the late 1920’s to the time of his death in 1969 transformed the methods
and goals of the design industry as well as the notion of the capabilities of its practitioners, taking them
from “commercial artists…generally paid to pursue a craft” (Communications Arts, vol. 6, 47), to a business
asset whose thoughts, ideas and craft could “shape the perceptions of a large and complex American company” (Remington, Lester Beall; Trailblazer of American Graphic Design,120).
Beall reinvented the role of the American designer by developing a body of work and design
philosophies that fundamentally changed the role and expectations of American design and advertising—both
from the consumer and business points of view. His early work helped move an industry away from creating display ads in which the sole purpose was to convey information, to dynamic designs that presented a
page that was alive with movement, color and visual interest.
Beginning in the 1930’s, Beall ushered in new, more expressive approaches and techniques to
design by infusing elements of contemporary European fine art and typography, as well philosophies of
European design, namely Modernism and the Bauhaus, into American commercial art. His design aesthetic,
as well as his business philosophies evolved with the times. He started establishing a uniquely American
design style in the prosperous time between the World Wars, effectively communicating propaganda for
U.S. government programs through the Depression and WWII, and finally, he created work that aided
American corporations in exemplifying strength, innovation, leadership and prosperity, mirroring the new
position the United States held in the Post-War world.
It is no understatement to say that throughout his 40 year career Lester Beall’s work was fresh, innovative and above all else, thought provoking. In a 1941 article in the trade publication American Printer,
Beall writes that the successful designer “must work with one goal in mind–to integrate the elements in such
a manner that they will combine to produce a result that will convey not merely a static commercial message, but an emotional reaction as well” (30). On this mission he remained steadfastly clear from the beginning of his career when creating ads, posters and editorial works, through his later career creating branding
work proving that a consistent corporate image and corporate identity across an entire organization held
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value.
While there is complexity and scholarly approach to his technique, one aspect of his work
constantly stands out: Beall regularly created highly visual pieces that were contemporary, elementary and
clear. “The vivid, innovative images of Lester Beall,” journalist Rita Reif commented, “glow with a sense of
a hopeful America” (New York Times, Nov. 3, 1996).

UNDERSTANDING LESTER BEALL’S UNIQUE DESIGN PHILOSOPHY

Lester Beall was an artist, a photographer, a painter, a draftsman, a designer, a businessman and most importantly, a thinker. First and foremost, Beall saw the designer as a problem solver. In his book Lester Beall,
Trailblazer of American Graphic Design, noted Beall historian R. Roger Remington quoted Beall as saying,
“First requirement of a designer is thought” (118), a philosophy that for Beall, meant blending creativity
and visual aesthetics with business acumen.
Beall saw the designer as a partner in creating work that was helpful in achieving an objective.
His success in the business of design is due largely to his ability to understand the needs of his clients and
to create work that connected clients to their audiences. In a 1958 article Beall wrote in Print magazine,
he stated that the designer must be “consciously aware of his role as the creative and integrating force that
shapes the ideas we absorb and the products we see and use” (vol. 12, no. 3, 26). Indeed, Lester Beall
realized that the best way to gain the trust of his clients was by creating work that sells products and amplifies ideas. On the topic of packaging specifically, Remington cites Beall as writing “the job of the designer
can be reduced to a simple and twofold one–to attract and sell” (Remington, Trailblazer, 69).
As a freelancer for most of his career, he also knew there was another side to the design business;
that of client service. Beall operated with an “unpretentious” manner, gaining trust by having an innate
“sympathetic understanding to clients and their needs” (Remington, Hodik, 88). Moreover, Beall had a
“natural talent for communication. He was as gifted at helping clients articulate their design problems as in
rapidly finding solutions” (Remington, 88). Identifying the problem was of the utmost importance to Beall,
as evidenced by the constant reminders to his staff that “the solution for the design problem must come from
the problem. That form must follow function” (Heller, Ballance, 78).
By the mid 1950’s, the American designer was taking a larger role in solving visual problems
for big business, and Lester Beall was at the forefront. His work for corporate and pharmaceutical clients
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proved that the designer could “solve problems and at the same time deal with pragmatic issues of
marketing and budget (Heller, Ballance 78). Later in his career, his roster of clients included large national
and international businesses. The size of the projects these corporations presented, as well as the visibility
of the final product Beall was creating grew larger and larger. With this increased scope, more responsibility
was added to the function and practice of the designer. Of this Beall wrote:
More and more designers are receiving the confidence of management and Advertising Agencies relative to their participation in
solving a varied list of visual problems. This is particularly discernible in industry’s recognition of the part played by the Designer in
setting up and implementing corporate identification programs. Here, his awareness of the forces of integration, his objectivity plus
his ability to clearly impute to the program a segment of his own creative individuality makes the Designer singularly indispensable
for this type of management endeavor” (Print, vol. 12, no. 3. 28).

The design challenges posed to him by his clients, in addition to the challenges of operating a studio
comprised of multiple designers and staff members made him acutely aware of the realities of both business
and design.
Lester Beall believed that “Good design is good for business” (Print, vol.12, no. 3, 28). But what,
in Beall’s opinion, was good for design? The answer is rooted in Beall’s view of the designer himself; a
belief that the designer was not just influenced by art, but the designer was an artist. And like all artists, the
designer must realize that success was obtained when he attracted the attention of the viewer. Therefore,
it was the designer’s responsibility to make “every effort to see that his creation reaches out to the viewer
with meaning” (Print, vol. 12, no. 3, 26). As a result, Beall, throughout his career, was interested in pushing
mediums, specifically in typography and photography, and the effect these two elements had in creating a
mood and emotion.
He greatly admired and drew influence from European artists of the late 20’s and 30’s, such as
Mondrian, Man Ray and Picasso. He studied and infused elements of the graphic works of the Constructivists,
DADA, and the Bauhaus into his own. Beall saw these artists and schools of thought as both, “successful in
‘shak[ing] off the shackles of the past’’” (Remington, Space, Time & Content, 11), and like Beall, committed
to doing something new while experimenting with the form of communication itself. These influences early
in his career would shape the foundation of Beall’s philosophy of what good design could be and impacted
his work for the remainder of his life.
Perhaps above all else, Beall understood how to sell his image, his experience and most importantly, his sense of style. He understood and had a clear opinion on what was important to a prospective
client. Beall, who was a tireless promoter, was constantly writing, speaking, and working with publicists to
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promote his design theories and techniques, and as a result, his business. He guest lectured and worked as
a resident artist at Yale University. He wrote for the Swiss publication Graphis, American trade publications
Communication Arts, Print, and technical publications such as American Printer and PM. He entered creative
award shows and sent work to publications for potential feature and retrospectives in print.
But his salesmanship and style was no more evident than in the design of his studio, Dumbarton
Farm. Dumbarton, which Beall purchased in 1949 and named after his family’s ancestral home in Scotland
(Remington, Trailblazer,134), was located in rural Connecticut about an hour north of New York City.
Many a client was entertained with both hospitality and ideas in Beall’s studio—a converted barn thoughtfully
designed for Beall’s office and staff, and in his home, which was “furnished in a tasteful yet eclectic manner,
with modern art surrounded by early American antiques” (Remington, Trailblazer, 88). The tranquil but contemplative confines of Dumbarton, the limousine ride from city to country orchestrated by Beall, and
the environment in which he sold his work informed every client who came to Dumbarton for a presentation
that what they were experiencing wasn’t just an afternoon outside of the confines of New York. Rather,
each afternoon spent at Dumbarton was an “opportunity to work with a powerful creative force, with an
international reputation and a heightened sense of style” (Remington, Trailblazer, 88).

Early Life and Education

Lester Beall was born on March 14,1903 in Kansas City Missouri. At a young age, his family moved to
St. Louis before settling in Chicago. Beall remained linked to rural America by spending summers on his
grandparent’s farm. From early on, Beall was exposed to art and design by both of his parents. His mother, an amateur painter, encouraged a young Lester to express himself with art, particularly drawing. He
sketched constantly–copying illustrations found in Saturday Evening Posts and other magazines. His father,
an inventor whose many jobs included being salesmen for a printing company (Reif), introduced Beall to
lettering and typography.
As a youth he showed a deep curiosity for electricity and radio, and was the youngest person
in Chicago at the time to be given a Ham radio license (Remington, Space Time & Content). In 1918 at
the age of 15, Lester Beall started his secondary education at Lane Technical School in Chicago,
embarking on a curriculum which concentrated on the study of electricity, math and mechanical science
(machining, motor-making, mill working) as well as four years of mechanical drawing. Graduating in
1922, he enrolled at the University of Chicago to pursue a degree in the sciences; training to be a
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physicist or electrical engineer.
As an undergraduate, Beall was involved in a variety of extracurriculars. Cap and Gown, the
University of Chicago’s yearbook, lists Beall as a member of Kappa Pi, whose members excelled at in
the field of art, and amongst others activities. He held membership in the Gargoyles and the Tower Players,
both drama clubs. Beall also earned three varsity letters for track and field, a challenge that he used as a
way to push himself harder. Coached by Amos Alonzo Stagg, who himself was an innovator and pioneer
in early college athletics, track and field was an experience that taught Beall, in his own words, to “work
hard in order to achieve something I wanted very much. I developed a certain amount of mental stamina
when things looked very discouraging” (Remington, Trailblazer 18).
Even with a heavy science education, Beall never lost his interest in art. CAP and GOWN also
lists Beall as an art editor of the yearbook in 1923, 1924 and 1925. The 1925 edition, which used an
Art Deco motif, acknowledges Beall for the “high standard of art work” (CAP and GOWN, 9) used in that
year’s publication. Because art courses were not available at the University of Chicago, Beall took additional classes at the Chicago Art Institute, both in color painting and life drawing. These classes, and his
mechanical drawing courses from high school comprised his formal art and design education.

Fig. 1. Samples from the 1925 CAP and GOWN; the yearbook of the University of Chicago. University of Chicago Library,
http://campub.lib.uchicago.edu/view/?docId=mvol-0001-0030-0000#page/1/mode/1up

Late in his undergraduate academic career, Beall switched his concentration from science to Art
History, graduating in 1926 with a degree in History of Art. Upon graduation, he turned down a fellowship
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offer that would have funded his Master’s Degree in Art History. The fellowship was conditional —
acceptance meant that he would be required to teach upon completion, an opportunity that would take
Beall away from what was turning into his goal: a career in commercial art. With the aid of his father, Beall
started working in the sample room of a Chicago paper company. Finding this work unrewarding,
he left the job after only six weeks. Undaunted and driven, Lester Beall began his freelance design career in
what he himself referred to as a “garage” in Chicago. (Communication Arts, Vol 6, no. 2, 47)

The Design Education of Lester Beall

As the Beall scholar Remington points out, Beall’s work up until 1929 was “rather conventional” (Remington, Hodik, 87). A combination of his desire for something more artistic and timing changed the trajectory
of his career. In a newspaper published by the Chicago Art Institute, Beall is quoted as stating “Because of
the Depression of 1929, I shortly found myself much too frequently without work, and rather than spend all
my time just pushing doorbells, I began to visit the Ryerson Library of the Chicago Art Institute” (McNab,
26). It was in that library during that time frame that Beall discovered the French art publication
Cahiers d’ Art.
Cahiers d’Art, which is still in print today, describes itself as “one of the world’s most distinguished
publishers of visual arts.” In its early days, the publication was “a journal of contemporary art defined
by its combination of striking typography and layout, abundant photography, and juxtaposition of ancient
and modern art.” It was with Cahiers d’Art, as well as other publications such as the German Arts et Métiers
Graphiques that Beall gained exposure to European artists László Maholy-Nagy, Alexey Brodovich and
Herbert Bayer as well as the principles and theories of the Bauhaus, a school in Germany that’s goal was to
“reimagine the material world to reflect the unity of all the arts” (Griffith Winton). All of these artists, schools
and methods shared the rejection of “antiquated ideas about art and design” (Heller, D’Onofrio, 13). These
artists sought to eliminate the overly ornate style and ostentatious thinking of the Victorian Era with design
that found beauty in simplicity. They replaced the old way with the idea of form following function.
Commercial design, while not part of the original Bauhaus curriculum, focused mainly on blending typography with other graphic elements (photography, photomontage and illustration) to create a new
unique image. Bauhuas teachings on type, or “New Typography” as it was soon to be called, focused
on the visuals created by the forms the letters and words themselves. These forms were placed purposely
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on the page in conjunction with imagery to create “an expressive visual language as well as a verbal one”
(McCoy 4). It was this visual language that Beall would grab onto, infusing it into his work to invoke a
feeling in its viewers.

Fig. 2. The works of two of Beall’s early influences; Herbert Beyer (left) and László Moholy-Nagy (right).
Beyer: www.artnet.com/artists/herbert-bayer/profile-en-face-photography-of-original-FfPInORKSDdGRzSZkKQDMQ2
Maholy-Nagy: (Carmsie, 194)

It was also around this time period that Beall found influence in another designer living in Chicago.
“The most positive influence in this period was my friendship with Fred Hauck,” wrote Beall. “We had
many exciting conversations that evolved into a wonderful relationship and respect for each other”
(Communication Arts, vol. 6, no. 2, 50). Hauck, who studied painting in Paris before moving to the Midwest
to work as an advertising Art Director, had firsthand knowledge of European Modernism. With a similar
appreciation for typography and modern art, Hauck was among a few people in Chicago whom Beall felt
he related to regarding his design aesthetic. As such, Hauck acted as an influencer, mentor, and sounding
board for ideas as Beall developed his new style. In 1933, Hauck and Beall opened and shared a studio
together for their respective freelance purposes.
In 1934, a self-promotional postcard marked the beginning of this partnership between Beall and
Hauck. Part of it read “…the best advertisements are those in which the idea is expressed in two ways–
words and art work” (Remington, Trailblazers, 26). It continued, “…Beall and Hauck will make many find
contributions to advertising and Chicago. Their contributions will not only be good for art, but for advertising.”
With the benefit of historical hindsight, the understatement and irony of this postcard is clear. The
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work Lester Beall was set to produce, work influenced by Fred Houck, New Typography and the Bauhaus,
would take the idea of “words and artwork” and infuse them into something new. Unlike his contemporaries, Beall’s work would not be works of graphic art, but rather work “responsible for bringing American
graphic design of the 1930s out of its humdrum tastelessness and inaugurating what we now know as
effective visual communication” (Remington, Hodick 88).

Creating the Modern American Design Style

Like the artists and movements that influenced Beall’s thinking, Beall himself grew restless with the status quo
and clichés found in the design work of in his day. “My objection is to men thinking, during certain parts of
the day,” Beall wrote in the publication Production Yearbook, “of streamlining trains, sub-stratosphere planes
and super-charged autos, and then, during other parts of the day, mentally returning…to the aesthetics of
yesterday”(Remington, Space, Time & Content 11). To remove the unacceptable “aesthetics of yesterday”
from his work, Beall began to apply his knowledge and European design influences to advertising he
created for the Chicago Tribune, Marshall Fields, and other businesses. With these works, Beall piece by
piece developed a new, unique design style. Along with the work of a few contemporaries, Beall’s new
aesthetic direction marked the beginning of the Modernist movement in American Design.
Beall turned his primary focus to image creation, blending iconography, typography and photography to create one image and narrative. His early career found him experimenting with photograms, an
early darkroom technique, which employs the photographic exposure of shapes, both hand-created and
organic (like branches or leaves) directly onto photographic paper. Beall experimented with this technique
both in his design work and as a fine artist throughout his career.
Beall masterfully employed the setting up of visual relationships between objects to aid storytelling and
create visual impact. He used silhouetted photographs and photomontage to tell complex visual stories
not able to be captured in a single image. His early work was marked by interesting typeface selection,
exaggerated punctuation, arrows, and shapes. He enjoyed using changes in the alignment of typographic
baselines, the angle of the baseline, varying typographic weights, and exaggerating the strokes on typographic features to create a dynamic effect. He created intrigue with the scale of objects in relationship to
each other and to the page itself. He drew the viewer into the page with dynamic angles, organic shapes,
and bold color.
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Most importantly, he used asymmetry to keep the page alive and images active. Bob Pliskin, who
worked in Beall’s studio in the early 1940s said of Beall’s thoughts on symmetry: “He taught us spurn
symmetry, which he called an easy way out…a static response to a dynamic world” (Remington, Heller, 78).
Looking at Beall’s October 1937 cover for PM magazine, we see a prime example of how Beall used
angled baselines, scale, interesting type selection, contrasting colored elements and layering to create a
page achieves visual balance without symmetry.

Fig. 3. Beall’s spurning of symmetry
is evident in early work for the
Chicago Tribune (right) and his cover
for PM magazine. Both pieces use
strong diagonal imagery balanced by
other graphic elements on the page.
Tribune (Remington, Trailblazer, 36)
PM (Remington, Trailblazer, 50)

Like the European designers and artists who influenced him, Beall became interested in creating
movement across the printed page. As early as 1941, he began to coin his own theories on how to achieve
this. “The key to the control of movement and the activity is the thrusts, counter thrusts, and overlapping of
planes,” Beall wrote (Beall, American Printer, 30).
“Thrusts and counter thrusts,” as Beall called it, was a technique in which the designer could
control the track of the viewers eye as it engaged the page. Lines, either real or implied by strong directional visual elements, were placed intentionally in opposing directions, intersecting each other in such a
way that these elements aid in moving the viewers attention about the page in a manner controlled by the
designer. This technique was used to create tension, or to draw the viewer’s eye to a specific point on
the page. Thrust and counter thrust can be seen in Beall’s work with strong diagonal references in
photographs, angled typographic baselines, and lines printed on the page with various vanishing points.
It was also accomplished with the use of Beall’s most prominent and favorite device, the arrow.
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Another graphic technique consistently found in Beall’s work was, in Beall’s words: “Overlapping
of planes” (Beall, American Printer, 30). Throughout his body of work, Beall masterfully employed the
relationships between typography, shapes, contrast and imagery to create a foreground, mid ground, and
background on a two-dimensional page. Speaking on this technique, Beall commented: “Contemporary
graphic design is dependent upon a visual consideration of three dimensionality, even thought it is actually
two dimensional” (Heller, 126). To accomplish this, assets on the page, including colors and textures, need
to be placed and scaled perfectly in relation to each other in order create a three-dimensional effect. To
“control the relationship of the planes,” Beall was particularly aware of the balance created by the texture,
image quality, line weight and even the brightness of color. If any of these were placed improperly, Beall
wrote in American Printer, the “workability of the design would be destroyed.” Perhaps it was Beall’s
detail-oriented training as a draftsman that came into play when creating this technique as well as rigors
he went though thoroughly explaining its implementation.

Fig. 4. An example (Top) of overlapping planes. In this 1945

Fig. 5. Thrusts and counter thrusts can clearly be seen in this 1951

cover for the US War Department, Beall creates a clear back-

poster (top) for the S.S. United States. Angled stripes are countered

ground, mid- ground and foreground on a two dimensional

by the stacks of the ship as well as diagonal edge of the arrow at

page (Heller, D’Onofrio 127). Beall’s illustration (bottom)

right (Remington, Trailblazer 58). Diagram (bottom) from American

explaining his layering theory (Beall, American Printer, 27).

Printer (30) shows the path of the viewers eye as it engages the page.
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“Specialize in Non-Specialization”

Throughout his career, Beall would defy the conventional thinking of his day. By the mid 1930’s, Lester
Beall’s efforts in Chicago started to get national recognition, including a 1934 Chicago Art Directors’ Club
Award, and the mentions in European design publications for his freelance work for the Chicago Tribune
and Time Magazine. In addition, Beall began to speak and write about Modernism, New Typography, the
Bauhaus, and the manner in which he infused these influences into his work. But even with recognition,
slowing business in Chicago prompted Beall move to New York City to find more work.
Upon arrival in New York, Beall was told he didn’t fit any particular mold. Specifically, he didn’t
have a “pigeonhole” that art buyers and clients could put him into; to survive as a graphic artist in New
York, he needed to specialize in one form of artwork. “Naturally, that left me only one alternative,” Beall
was noted as saying, “to specialize in non-specialization” (New York Times, June 21, 1969, 27). In 1935,
he set up a studio in his own name. For the next decade, Lester Beall actively worked against being pigeonholed, even against the advice of his agent. He worked in and on every possible medium of the times:
advertising, packaging, postage stamps, annual reports, posters, and corporate identity. He took work
where he functioned as what we would now call a Creative Director for editorial publications, working for
both publishing houses and in-house magazines, including What’s New, the first in-house publication for a
pharmaceutical company (Abbott Laboratories) in the United States.

Lester Beall’s Innovative Works

While there is complexity and scholarly approach to his technique, Beall regularly created messages that
were simple, elementary and clear. Beall executed work across his career purposefully, never settling for
visual solutions that bordered on the cliché. “For me, tradition handicaps,” wrote Beall, “while experimentation helps the creative artist” (Remington, Trailblazer, 41). This purpose is nowhere more apparent than
in the poster series Beall completed for the Rural Electrification Administration (REA). Starting in 1937, and
lasting for the next 5 years, Beall worked with the US Government and the Department of Agriculture on
a series of posters that would use all of Beall’s tools as a designer and solidify his place in the canon of
American Graphic Design.
Even as late as the 1930’s much of rural America did not have electricity running into their homes.
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As part of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal, programs such as the Tennessee Valley Authority were
completing massive construction projects across the rural south to modernize American infrastructure. Beall
was given the assignment of informing rural populations in the United States of the benefits of electrification.
His solution was a collection of posters (three series in all, containing six different posters each)
completed in the years 1937, 1939 and 1941. These posters needed to reach a rural population with
varying degrees of education and reading ability. For this reason, be opted to use iconography and later
photography in place of copy. In fact, throughout the overall project, Beall opted for very little text in order
to convey his messages. He used large-format (30” x 40”) silk screened posters covered in vivid primary
colors to draw attention. The first series of posters (1937) use simple icons and simple messages, mostly just
single words, touting the basic amenities that electricity brings to make life better: running water, electric
light, radio, and heat represented by graphic representations of a faucet, electric lines, a washing machine
and a light bulb. His empathy toward his audience’s reality is apparent throughout the entire project. As a
young boy visiting is grandparents’ Missouri farm, he must have known quite nights, the feeling of cold in
the winter, and the toil of fetching of water from a pump.
The second set of REA posters attach a happy, human face to the benefits of electrification.
Whereas the first series shows what the people were gaining with electric service, the 1939 series shows
how electrification makes people feel. Optimism abounds in this series; brightly colored posters with high
contrast, black and white silhouetted photography features happy Americans going about their modernized
day. The third and final set of posters, completed in 1941, feature more complex compositions, showcasing the progression of Beall’s technique. This set of six posters features more complex photomontages, and
black and white silhouetted photography set against fields of color and texture in the forms of vertical and
slightly sewed lines and dots. Simple text illustrates without a doubt what electric service will bring; the
poster titled “A Better Home” features a woman baking biscuits in an electric stove and “Rural Industries”
features electric powered machinery.
Perhaps the most notable change from the first poster to the last is color palette. Through the
progression of the series, the bright primary colors find themselves replaced by red, white and blue. This
patriotic color palette, combined with the subject matter of the poster “Power for Defense,” featuring an
Army aircraft, demonstrates Beall’s desire to connect with his audience in a manner appropriate for the
times. His provocative use of nationalistic imagery and topics just months prior the United States entering
the Second World War is noteworthy.

Starkey 13

Fig. 6. Four of first series of 1935 REA posters that were featured in the MoMA exhibition. (www.rit.edu/press/lester-beall-postcards)

Fig. 7. A sample of the 1939 series (left) and 1941 series of REA posters. Note the changes in color palette,
subject matter and photomontage techniques. (Remington, Trailblazer, 79, 81)

It was the first series of REA posters that brought the then 34-year-old Beall national and international acclaim, as all six of the posters completed in 1937 were selected for a showcase featuring governmentsponsored artwork at the Museum of the Modern Art in New York. Opening in November 1937, Beall’s
design work represented the first time an American-born commercial artist had work displayed by the
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Museum. The show, also featuring the work of seven Spanish graphic artists, was heralded, in an official
museum press release by MoMA director Alfred H Barr, Jr., as “far more worthy of serious consideration
of works of art than usually be accorded official designs. Though they vary in quality and purpose, these
posters display three conspicuous virtues in common: a sense of vigorous design, a modernity of style, and
a boldness of symbolism.”
Beall’s graphic approach to these posters is as relevant today as it was when created 80 years
ago. His designs make the viewer feel as optimistic as the bright colors and the smiling faces he featured
in them. When the posters were showcased in a New York City gallery in 1996, gallery owner Susan
Reihold commented to the New York Times, “Hope for the future is inferred. And you can almost smell the
fresh air” (Reif).
Off the success of the REA posters, Beall accepted a project that would allow him to use his craftsmanship and point of view to create another collection that has to be considered as one of the true masterpieces of graphic design. In 1944 Beall took over design responsibilities for Scope, a bi-monthly, in-house
publication for Upjohn Pharmaceuticals that was sent to all stakeholders of the company, as well as to
doctors across the country. “Its mission” according to medical researcher Michael Sapporo, “was to explain
the latest medical research, to report on advances in diagnoses and treatment, and to advertise Upjohn’s
prescription drugs” (Sapporo, 210).
This ongoing project allowed Beall to use every part of his design vocabulary to convey not only
the aesthetic intended, but it required him to use design to translate complex theories and topics in a
manner that a variety of readers could understand. The project, in Beall’s own words, was “very exciting
from so many different angles: the design and layout, the typography and the opportunity of interpreting
in terms of photographs, drawings or paintings” (Sapporo, 210). Beall would be responsible for various
design elements and features for each issue —from the cover, to the supporting Upjohn advertisements that
graced the back of the publication, to conceptual illustrations that accompanied the articles.
The output of Beall’s partnership with Upjohn, which lasted until 1953, was a milestone in editorial
design admired by both scientists and artists alike for the design’s simplicity and beauty. Graphis, a Swiss
trade journal, praised the work by saying, “It is rare to find a sense for accurate representation united with
artistic insight to give such stimulating results as those in the chemical and pharmaceutical advertising periodical Scope” (Vol 2, no. 13, 57).
The pages of Scope come alive with all of the tools in Lester Beall’s deep toolbox. Photomontage,
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collage, dynamic typography, layering in planes, thrust and counter thrust and interesting use of color
“relieves the monotony of dry tables and statistics by clever arrangement and choice of colours and binds
them with his now graphic forms in a new unity which is always convincing and clear” (Graphis, vol 8,
no. 39, 130).

Fig. 8. Scope magazine pages (left, center) showing the manner in which Beall simplified information with imagery.
Scope Magazine1948 (right) cover (Remington, Hodik, 92, 94)(Heller).

Scope relied heavily on the visual to convey complicated concepts by creating technical illustrations to
simplify complex terms, in this case medical conditions and treatments. Beall’s work on Scope also
proved his theories that a designer was well equipped to act as a translator, allowing his creation of visuals
to be the language of simplification, and brought attention to design in which the purpose is much like
today’s modern infographics. It also again proved Beall’s adage: “Good design is good for business”
(Print, vol.12, no. 3, 28). So deep was the trust between Beall and the management of Upjohn, that
his design work for the magazine was often sent to the printer without management needing to see it
for approval.

Lester Beall, Father of Corporate Brand Standards

Lester Beall’s legacy was secured with his work in the field of corporate image and identity. By the late
1950s, Beall had become the preeminent driver of a new convention in design–corporate identity. As
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businesses in post war America became larger and more complex, Beall realized the need for the brand to
visually project itself in a broader way; a way that would visually link all services and products together.
As such, Beall and members of his studio became the “very first designers involved in developing comprehensive visual identity programs for corporations” (Remington, AIGA)
Beall observed the correlation between design and consumer interest while working on packaging
assignments for Wiss shears and Stanley Works. For these clients, Beall and his teams developed systems
to help corporations to translate their visual identity to pieces of various shapes and sizes on retail shelves.
Beall correctly theorized that whether it was in-store, or across an entire multinational corporation, there
was an importance for a brand to project its image in universally consistent way, writing, “A vital and therefore effective image is created only by a controlled and consistent symbol application plus a distinguished
contemporary style that is designed into all types of visual material” (Remington, Trailblazer, 98).
Beall produced many memorable and long-lasting marks throughout his career. His work in
corporate identity and corporate image began with his design for the Connecticut General Insurance
Company, where he produced the brand’s new trademark in 1957. In addition to the brand mark, he
designed signage, booklets, advertising, annual reports, letterhead, and policy forms. But it was one piece
in particular that he designed that stood out as unique; he delivered to Connecticut General a corporate
standards manual. This small, square spiral bound book was the first example of Beall projecting his vision
of how the art he created works across all properties of a client’s brand. This book not only identified
the pieces of in brand’s visual vocabulary, but included Beall’s design theory behind how the mark
was to be used.

Fig. 9. Pages from the Connecticut General Insurance Company corporate standards manual, showing trademark usage
typeface selection (right, top), suggested colors (bottom) and Beall’s thoughts on overlapping planes (Remington, Hodik, 100-101)
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“Beall envisioned corporate identity as a combination of organized and coordinated usage,
which would develop and grow over time” (Heller, D’Onofrio, 126). With the experience of working on
Connecticut General, Beall began to further develop his theory about the value of brand identity, stating
that all pieces designed for a corporation must be “an integral part of a usage system” (Heller D’Onofrio,
126). Solidifying his thoughts even more, Beall created a list of eight principles that defined a strong identity, which he would often mention in correspondence with current clients and in proposals to new
ones. These acted as a checklist for a corporation to measure their current corporate identity against, not
to mention a reason to hire Beall to create a strong system for them:
1.

To more positively establish the corporation’s identity and personality as a consistent corporate structure

2.

To more thoroughly impress this consistency of management policy on stockholders and investors

3.

To provide visual evidence to employees that the corporate is both “here to stay” and progressive

4.

To promote working “tools for the development of public relations,” and the projection of the corporation’s aims

5.

To project a strong overall “corporate” appearance that encompasses all divisions irrespective of the products
they specifically manufacture

6.

To insure advertising also has strong working tool

7.

To develop a new general sales instrument by consistent application of the trademark to all products, packaging,
sales,literature, exhibits, house organs, etc

8.

The basic overriding reason for the corporate identity program is to acquire through basic individualistic
characteristics, a strong visual identity

Using this list (Remington, Trailblazer, 100) as a guide, Beall created one of the most iconic and influential
corporate design systems, and perhaps the most imitated design tool, of the 20th century.
In 1960, International Paper was the largest paper company in the world. Beall, originally hired to
design paper ream wrappers, used his “formidable powers of persuasion” (Remington, Trailblazer, 120), to
convince the company to allow him to look at the corporate mark as well. Working closely with the client,
advertising manager Richard J. Weichmann, as well as other stakeholders from across International Paper
(IP, as it was called), Beall learned as much as he could about the needs of the brand, using assets and
research within the company itself to inform his decision making. This exemplified his belief that a “solution
for a design problem must come from the problem” (Heller, Ballance 78).
Research informed Beall that IP’s old trademark, “an antiquated pictorial symbol” (Remington,
Trailblazer, 120) of a pine tree, did not resonate with the people of IP nor its customers. But, through
further interviews and plant visits, he did find that the symbol of the tree as well as the initials IP both had
power with the people of the brand. This lead him to the belief that “the letters IP and perhaps some form or
abstraction of a tree were desirable” (Print, vol. 14 no. 4, 50). In typical Beall form, his solution was as simple
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as it was dynamic. He used his favorite shape, the arrow, to both represent a tree and the stylized
letterforms of an I and a P. Thrust and counter thrust was used to push the viewer’s eye to the area
beyond the top of the mark, creating the illusion of movement and a sense of optimism projected by
a strong, ever growing company.

Fig. 9. International Paper Company trademark (left)
prior to Lester Beall’s redesign. (Remington, Trailblazer, 120)
Right, International Paper’s current mark, as designed
by Lester Beall in 1959-1960.(www.internationalpaper.com)

After the mark was approved by management, the second goal was to apply the mark across the
various divisions of International Paper. This included all subsequent products and services: packaging,
sales, literature, exhibits, house organs, and so forth” (Remington, 120). To further reinforce a consistent
identity, formal manuals were created to inform all aspects of the mark’s usage and placement from the
smallest logo on a business card, to multi-story tall signage on the side of a mill.
The mark Lester Beall created almost 60 years ago for International Paper is still in use today,
although parts of the identity guidelines are not adhered to as stringently as they once were (Remington,
Trailblazer, 129). New problems that did not exist in Beall’s world, such as sustainability, as well as new
products and divisions, new production methods, and new digital outlets for advertising and design execution have changed the usage of the mark. A reinterpretation of Beall’s standards, in lieu of a redesign, show
that the concept executed by Beall in early 1960 still resonates with the brand and its customers. It proves that IP,
as well as the mark is, in Beall’s words, is “‘Here to stay,’ and also progressive” (Remington, Trailblazer, 129).

Beall’s Influence Today

In his 40-plus year career, Lester Beall consistently pushed the entire design industry forward. Professor
Philip B. Meggs in Meggs’ History of Graphic Design credits Beall as the man who started the modern movement in American graphic design “almost single-handedly” (398). Beall was responsible for decade after
decade of growth and innovation, not only in design, but in theory and practice. Milton Glaser, himself a
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pioneer who was a recipient of the National Arts Award, was asked about his role models in an interview
for Print magazine. Beall was on his list. “He had a consistency and graphic rigor,” Glaser said, adding
that he had “no fear of plateauing,” nor a “disinterest that makes the work decline” (Dover, 50-51). His
personal portfolio showed constant experimentation with design as well as developing clear philosophies
that drove it. Perhaps his drive can be best summarized with quote from Lester Beall himself, pulled on the
occasion of his posthumous induction into the Art Directors’ Club Hall of Fame: “We should envision
ourselves as the inevitable architects of future revolutionary systems of communication.”
The culmination of his career can be measured beyond his extensive list of professional accolades;
Lester Beall can be credited with influencing the way in which American designers thought about and applied the elements of design. Inspired by European designers of the day, he was one of the first designers in
the U.S. to masterfully merge typography and other graphic elements (photographs, iconography, photograms, shapes and arrows) into one image that not just conveyed information, but conveyed emotion. His
experimentation and use of photography, photomontage and photograms delivered images that conveyed
rich stories in a way that is as visually intriguing in this century as they were in the last. His use of thrust and
counter thrust, as well as layered planes, created pages that captivated the viewers eye. His work breaking
down complex issues for Scope with beauty and clear organization paved the way for modern infographics
and data visualization. And his ideas on the use of design as a system assembled to better amplify brand
image helped business build not only strong identities, but also created the foundation for the practice of
branding across all media is still in use today.
As a businessman, Lester Beall excelled at gaining the admiration of his business contemporaries.
“His perfectionism, his insistence on a thorough study of all the problems involved in an assignment, and his
ability to come up with the psychologically and technically best solution, made him one of the most respected American Designers and among other things one of the great exponents of corporate identity design”
(Mason, 350). He believed in building trust with his clients. To do so, he did not ignore their needs, but
rather worked to achieve a “sound knowledge of the principles and techniques of business communication”
(Remington, 96). In return that trust led to design work that change the face of design itself.
Beall, in a manner much ahead of his time, turned his attention to not only with how he worked,
but how he lived. “The way a man lives is essential to the work he produces. The two cannot be separated”
(Print, vol. 14 no. 4, 52). Creating a studio on his property at Dumbarton Farm, Beall was highly concerned with
what today we call work-life balance. He built for himself, “The opportunity of creative activity in an area of
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both beauty and tranquility seemed to me to far exceed anything that a permanent studio and residence in
New York City might offer”(Print, vol. 14 no. 4, 52). Indeed Lester Beall created “an atmosphere of beauty
and tranquility” where he was just as comfortable designing corporate identity for major corporations as he
was raising a prize flock of Cheviot sheep “under same roof” (Lange) at his design studio.
Most of all, Lester Beall was “determined–in his own words–‘to elevate public taste and the character of his client’” (Mason 350). He felt that expressiveness and the freedom to create, much like the
freedom fine artists have to create, was the responsibility of every designer. Is his obituary, printed in the
New York Times on June 21st, 1969, just one day after his death, quotes Beall as saying, “Applied good
taste is a mark of good citizenship. Ugliness is a form of anarchy that must be stamped out wherever it is
evident, for the anarchy that ugly cities, ugly advertising and ugly books breed cannot be separated from
the life of the individual. Ugly lives produce bad citizens and bad citizens can eventually part us all from
the freedom of expression that the concept of individuality strives to maintain.” Throughout his career,
Lester Beall, as a service to his fellow man, battled the ugliness of the familiar and the cliché with beauty,
originality, movement, order and style.
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